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Scripture.  

Mark 8:35 “For those who want to save their life will lose it, and those who lose their life 

for my sake, and for the sake of the gospel, will save it. 35 For what will it profit them to 

gain the whole world and forfeit their life?”  

Reflection.  

“For want of a nail the shoe was lost, for want of a shoe, the horse was lost, for want of 

a horse the knight was lost, for want of a knight the battle was lost, for want of a battle 

the kingdom was lost. All for the want of a nail.”1 

In the winter of 1971, I was transplanted from Guatemala to Denver, Colorado. I was 16 

years old and deeply enmeshed in drug addiction. One afternoon a friend and I drove 

to a cabin near Boulder, Colorado in hopes of buying several pounds of marijuana.  

As we were about to sample the product, the seller and his girlfriend’s little two-year-

old wandered into the room. To our horror we watched as they passed the joint to their 

little baby. I was physically nauseated, and my friend and I made haste and left, our 

transaction never completed. 

For the first 20 minutes we drove in silence. Finally I said, “I’ve gotta get out of this 

man. That makes me sick and angry.” My friend concurred. My exit from the world of 

drug addiction didn’t happen immediately, but that night catalyzed something within 

me. 

That next spring I found help with my addiction. It took longer to have the emotional 

strength to take a deeper look at my life. I saw how much small wrongs slowly but 

surely led to more and more serious consequences. Like the missing nail in the poem 

above, some of my wrongs, things done, and things left undone, led to more and more 

serious consequences. 

                                                             
1 An ancient proverb, popularized in America by Benjamin Franklin.  



I didn’t start by buying wholesale drugs in backwoods cabins in the woods. Yet there I 

was, the end result of many small steps, small lies, and then bigger lies, ignoring my 

conscience, pretending all was fine. Each small wrong step made the next one easier to 

take. 

Fortunately virtue works the same way. Each small step to tell the truth, each small 

attempt to listen to and obey my conscience, each small opportunity taken to do good, 

can also grow.  

The Bible’s understanding of repentance is not about feeling but about behavior. 

Repentance is literally changing my direction. If I am going east, repentance means to 

stop, turn, and head west.   

For me, repentance is a lifelong work. It means daily practical steps to stay connected to 

God. I have a “do” list. Do get up on time, do meditate and read the scriptures, do 

check on your motives for making decisions, do listen to your conscience, do try to 

repair quickly any hurt or misunderstanding you cause, do make sure to care for others, 

and do make sure to care for yourself. And finally, do make time to be with 

communities of people who will keep you accountable, sober, and joyful. 

A former parishioner when we lived in Virginia, Tom Tarrants, was in Parchman prison 

serving a very long sentence for Ku Klux Klan activity. He read many neo-fascist 

writings while incarcerated, but eventually made his way to the New Testament. As he 

read, he was convicted of how wrong he had been. When he read the phrase “What will 

it profit a man if he shall gain the whole world and lose his soul?” he realized his 

wretchedness.  

When I met Tom he was helping at an African-American church in Washington, D.C. 

and traveling around the country with John Perkins, a famous Black pastor. Their 

stories can be read in the book, He's My Brother: Former Racial Foes Offer Strategy for 

Reconciliation.2 God can make all of us part of his New Creation, even those we think we 

can write off. 

Spiritual Practice.  

Today, make an inventory of important events that caused you to realize each time that 

you needed to repent and turn in a new direction.  

 

Prayer.  

                                                             
2 John Perkins, Thomas Tarrants, and David Wimbish. Ada, MI: Chosen Books, 1994.  



God you never turn us away. Grab a hold of us who through sin and addiction, have 

lost our health and freedom. Drag us into the mystery of losing our life for your sake, 

counting all else loss for the sake of knowing Jesus Christ our Lord. Restore us, O Lord 

God of hosts. Shine your face upon us and we shall be saved. Amen.  

 

 

 


